Abstract: Oakeshott on Rome and America

Gene Callahan

The political system of the Roman Republic were based almost entirely on tradition, “the
way of the ancestors,” rather than on a written constitution. While the founders of the American
Republic looked to ancient Rome as a primary model for their enterprise, nevertheless, in line with
the rationalist spirit of their age, the American founders attempted to create a rational set of rules
that would guide the conduct of American'politics, namely, the U.S. Constitution.

These two examples offer a striking case of the ideal types, famously delineated by Michael
Oakeshott in “Rationalism in Politics” and elsewhere, between politics as a practice grounded in
tradition and politics as a system based on principles flowing from abstract reasoning. Given that, I
have explored how the histories of the two republics can help us to understand Oakeshott’s claims
about rational versus traditional politics, and, in particular, what the examples say about what Max
Weber referred to as the ‘causal adequacy’ of these types. What factors led the American founders
to partially reject and attempt to improve upon the Roman way? To what extent did the Roman
lack of a written constitution contribute to the downfall of their republic? Why didn’t the
American reliance on written rules prevent the American state taking on a form quite different
from that envisioned by the founders?

Through examining such issues we may come to understand better not only Oakeshott’s
critique of rationalism, but also modern constitutional theory, issues in the design of the European

Union, and aspects of the revival of republicanism.
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Introduction

When Montesquieu and the framers of the American Constitution articulated the
conception of a limited constitution that had grown up in England, they set a pattern
which liberal constitutionalism has followed ever since. Their chief aim was to provide
institutional safeguards of individual freedom; and the device in which they placed their
faith was the separation of powers. In the form in which we know this division of power
between the legislator, the judiciary, and the administration, it has not achieved what it
was meant to achieve. Governments everywhere have obtained by constitutional means

powers which those men had meant to deny them.

—F.A. Hayek (1973: 1)

On July 19, 2005, a Sunni Muslim who was working on drafting Iraq’s new constitution was
gunned down outside a restaurant in Baghdad, along with two companions. This was apparently the
fulfillment of the threat of Sunni militants’ threat to kill any Sunni Muslim cooperating with the
Shi’ite majority in creating the document. The same day, thirteen people died in an attack on a bus
taking workers to a U. S. base. This followed a weekend in which ‘scores of people lost their lives’
in ‘a series of bombings’ (BBC News, July 19, 2005), including 98 in a truck bombing at a Shi’ite
mosque,

For the year 2005 well over 30,000 insurgent attacks were recorded, killing many
thousands of Iraqis and hundreds of American and British soldiers. The new constitution was
ratified on October 15, 2005, but the violence continued to escalate, with the murder rate in
Baghdad, by early 2006, estimated to have tripled over two years.! At the end of that year,
fourteen months after the Iraq Constitution was ratified, the Pentagon reported attacks on
American forces were at an all-time high (Suarez, 2006). Even four years after the constitution was
adopted, its existence seemed to make little difference; as Steven Lee Meyers reported in The New

York Times:
Instead, Iraqis treat their Constitution — like the benchmarks — the way they treat what few

traffic lights operate here.

! See Finer, 2006.



‘So what?’ a Kurdish lawmaker, Mahmoud Othman, said when asked about the risk of holding the

election later than the Constitution demands. ‘Nothing in Iraq is very legitimate.’ (2009)

In the midst of such carnage, which some termed ‘civil war’, and the obviously deep
divisions in Iraqi society at its root, what led the Anglo-American occupying force to place such
faith in the efficacy of a written constitution as a palliative for these troubles? The answer, I suggest,
lies in the continuing popularity of ‘rationalism in politics’, a phrase taken from the most widely

known work of the British philosopher and political theorist, Michael Oakeshott: his 1947 essay

‘Rationalism in Politics’.2 So, let us begin by examining what Oakeshott meant by the phrase.

What Is Rationalism in Politics?

In his works on rationalism, Oakeshott criticizes the belief that the optimal, indeed, the only
intellectually defensible method for choosing public policies and settling on general principles of
governance is first to set aside all of the prejudicial influence of existing practices, wiping clean the
mind to create a tabula rasa in which pure, abstract reasoning can generate universally valid political
truths, and then to mold actual political practice to fit those ideals. As the ‘politics of perfection’,
rationalism considers any concession made to existing institutions or practices that results in
deviation from the ideals to be, for the rationalist, a betrayal of reason arising from an atavistic and
deplorable attachment to one’s prejudices. Oakeshott contends that this conception of what
constitutes ‘rational’, and thereby commendable, conduct has dominated modern European
thought, and in particular European political theory and practice, since the time of the
Enlightenment.

However, Oakeshott argues that, far from being the best way to direct political activity,
the rationalist programme does not offer even a possible way to proceed. He sees it as springing
from a fundamental misconception of the relationship between explicitly formulated rules and
techniques and the concrete activity to which they apply. Such technical guidelines, he holds, are
never generative of a form of practice, but instead only arise through practitioners coming to

reflect upon an activity in which they are already engaged. Formal techniques and rules, although

? In fact, Oakeshott characterized ‘nation building’ long before George W. Bush ever engaged in it
as a species of rationalism in which ‘arrangements of a society are made to appear, not as manners of
behaviour, but as pieces of machinery to be transported around the world indiscriminately’ (1991 [1962]:
63).



often of great utility, are never more than a highly abstract sketch of the rich vision that the skilled
practitioner has of his field of expertise.

Although the rationalist must always fall short of living up to his own standard, Oakeshott
contends that his attempts to to realize his ideals can still cause great mischief. A society under the
spell of the rationalist charm will, in seeking to cope with novel difficulties, tend to neglect the
resources with which its own political tradition might address these situations in stride, and instead
will wind up staggering erratically forward, drawn this way, then that, by the promises to fix all its
troubles that are offered by a succession of rationally devised schemes.

The alternative to rationalist politics'presented by Oakeshott could be called ‘practical
politics’. However, this should not be understood as signifying an unwavering adherence to the
current arrangements simply because of their existence, or the impossibility that reflection on
present practices could point to ways of improving them. Rather, it suggests that the most
promising path for genuine political reform lies in pursuing the ‘intimations’ of improvement
already contained in what now exists. In describing Aristotle’s—and, I believe, his own—
conception of the proper role of the practically oriented political thinker, Oakeshott notes that
Aristotle likened his task to that of a physician treating an ill patient. The physician’s job is to return
the person to the healthy condition that it lies in his nature to enjoy, not to transform him into

some other sort of being altogether.

Comparing the Theory with Some Evidence

However inherently plausible or intuitively appealing Oakeshott’s thesis may be, I can see no
reason not to expose it to further scrutiny by examining its applicability to actual political episodes.
This work aims to investigate the history of two different republics, the Roman and the American,
in regard to how closely these concrete polities conform to Oakeshott’s contrasting ideal types of
the practical and the rationalist styles of approaching politics, and what evidence they provide
supporting or undermining his thesis.

I suggest that this choice of ‘test cases’ promises to be particularly illuminating for two
reasons: Firstly, Oakeshott himself considered the Roman Republic a notable exhibition of the
practical style of politics, while offering the American founding as a prime example of the
rationalist approach. Secondly, although the American founders drew great inspiration from their

Roman predecessors, their fixation on the downfall of the Roman Republic led them to abjure



reliance on tradition, which had been the Romans’ foremost guide to proper political action, in
favor of placing their confidence in a document deliberately constructed upon abstract principles
held to be universally true and applicable in all circumstances, hoping, thereby, to create a more
perfect republic, clad in armor shielding it from the forces that had finally ended the Roman
experiment with self-governance.

A consideration worth stressing as we launch our inquiry is that no concrete polity should be
expected to provide an unalloyed sample of these pure concepts. Oakeshott himself stressed that
the constructs he utilized, ‘as extremes... are ideal’ (1996: 21). In order to remedy our natural
susceptibility to the intellectual infirmity of cherry-picking just those events that support our
abstract framework while passing over any inconvenient counterexamples, we periodically will call
into question our hypothesis that our ideal types do more to advance than to hinder our
understanding of the Roman and the American republics, by giving due consideration to how the
actual histories of those two polities diverges from the theoretical constructs with which we have

paired them.

An Outline of This Work

The remainder of this work will proceed as follows:

Chapter I will explore Oakeshott’s concept of rationalism, and specifically rationalism in
politics, in more depth.

In Chapter II, we will trace how we can see the idea of rationalism forming a continuous
thread from his earliest book to his latest writings, and show how the idea of the rationalist conceit,
while ﬂways present in his work, was developed and refined as Oakeshott’s thought matured.

In Chapter III, we will survey a number of criticisms of Oakeshott’s thesis on rationalism,
with special emphasis as to how those various critiques present us with questions upon which our
later historical analysis may shed some light.

Chapter IV was motivated by two different, but interrelated, issues. The first of these is
that when I presented earlier versions of various parts of the present work at conferences, a number
of commentators questioned whether Oakeshott’s ideas on rationalism are of contemporary
relevance. These commentators’ scepticism about this matter generally was phrased along the
following line: ‘“True’, they would say, ‘this whole rationalism business was a major problem at the

time Oakeshott was writing his chief essays on the topic, in the 1940s and 1950s, in the era of



Hitler, Stalin, and Mao. But surely today, the whole notion of designing a society from the top
down has been discredited to the extent that this is no longer really a live issue, is it?” So, one
impetus behind the inclusion of this chapter is to show that, while rationalism in politics has been
taught some modesty by the events of the last few decades, it is far from moribund. The second
motive is that it became apparent to the author, while dealing with the historical material offered
by the Roman and the American Republics, that a crucial differentia between their approaches to
politics, and one of which the American founders were keenly aware, has to do with how
efficacious it is to plan out the basic form of a polity in advance—in other words, is there some
distinct advantage a polity can gain by declaring the principles upon which it is to operate in written
form, and, further, elevating that written statement of those principles to some plane seen as
resting above the tumult of day-to-day politics? Because the American founders saw doing so as a
prophylactic against the fate that befell the Roman Republic, and because their view is still
prevalent in both contemporary political theory and practice (as evidenced by the case of Iraq with
which we opened this work), this chapter is somewhat of a linchpin tying together the previous,
more theoretical chapters with the subsequent, more empirical ones.

Chapter V will be chiefly concerned with how justified Oakeshott was in his forwarding of
the Roman Republic as an exemplar of the pragmatic style of politics that he opposed to
rationalism. It is a fairly short chapter, chiefly because the consensus of historians of the period so
overwhelmingly supports Oakeshott’s view. It would be quite possible to continue piling up
witness after witness making Oakeshott’s case, but as this work already is hard up against the length
limits of what its readers can be expected to endure, I have deemed the material assembled
sufficient to the ktask at hand.

Chapter VI will take up the more controversial topic of the cause of the Roman Republic’s
demise and whether additional injections of rationalist design might, as the American founders
suspected they had, buttressed the Republic against the historical forces that were acting towards its
dissolution. Here it is important to assert my limited aims in examining this material, since several
commentators on presentations of this chapter wondered just how it was that the author, who is
not a specialist in this period, could be so immodest as to put forward his own explanation of the
Republic’s downfall? My response is to protest that my work here has no pretension of historical
originality whatsoever; the only claim to originality present, the warrant of which I leave it to my

critics to judge, lies in employing the findings of the historians deemed most authoritative on this
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era as evidence weighing for or against Oakeshott’s thesis on rationalism, as well as for or against
the American founders’ notion that the fate of the Roman Republic could have been forestalled by
rational design.

Chapter VII will examine to what extent Oakeshott was on target in seeing the American
founding as a salient instance of political rationalism. It is, like Chapter V, fairly brief, and for much
the same reason: I find the testimony of the expert historians of this period fairly clear-cut, and,
while it would be easy to amass much more evidence supporting my conclusion here, space
limitations lead me to believe that any additional words I am granted are better spent elsewhere.

Chapter VIII will examine some post-founding American history in light of Oakeshott’s
contention that the rationalist can never really proceed as he purports to do. This chapter presents
evidence suggesting that the ‘failure to follow the letter of the Constitution’ is not, as some
contemporary, ‘strict constructionists’ contend, a peculiarly modern phenomenon, beginning,
depending on which strict constructionist to which one is attending, with Lincoln and the American
Civil War, with Roosevelt and the New Deal, with the Cold War, or with George W. Bush and the
‘War on Terror’, but is, instead, something that began almost as soon as the U. S. Constitution was
adopted, and is not (primarily) a symptom of bad faith but, rather, an inevitable consequence of the
fact that no such rationalist design can ever dictate subsequent practice in the way that it is meant to
do.

Finally, we conclude by summarizing the results of our investigations. All along, our aim
has been only to offer evidence that Oakeshott’s thesis has applicability, and to suggest avenues for
further research. While such a goal is far more modest than attempting to set forth a conclusive
theory of politics, or attempting to ‘prove’ that Oakeshott was correct, I hope that it may be
worthy in its own right, as well as, perhaps, being more in keeping with Oakeshott’s own
programme of research than would be either of the above-mentioned alternatives. Furthermore,
many recent republican theorists, such as Viroli (1999) and Pettit (1997), have advocated rational
design as a way of ensuring the preservation of republican institutions. The results of our efforts

tend to indicate that their project is ill-conceived.

The Manner of Enquiry

At this point, it is necessary to pause and explain the sort of enquiry we are conducting. In seeking

empirical evidence that supports or weighs in against Oakeshott’s thesis on the mistaken theory of
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conduct behind the rationalist understanding of politics, and the deleterious effects of any attempt
to put that theory into practice, we necessarily will abstract from concrete, historical happenings
certain salient aspects of those events that are relevant to our task, while leaving out a multitude of
other, perhaps quite historically important, features characterizing those goings-on. In other words,
we will be evaluating episodes from history with regard to what they have to say about the
applicability of and illumination offered by the ideal types Oakeshott employed in constructing his
theory, rather than purporting to offer comprehensive historical explanations for those episodes, let
alone explanations of that kind that claim to be advances upon conclusions already forwarded by
historians.

I suggest that Oakeshott, in his portrayal of rationalistic politics and its counterpart, is
employing what Max Weber would refer to as ideal types. Per Weber, ought to have two sorts of
adequacy: explanatory adequacy (or, as Weber put it, adequacy on the level of meaning [Schutz,
1967 (1932): 225]) and causal adequacy. Explanatory adequacy means that we can comprehend
why, if an actor or an action closely conforms to the ideal type in question, the phenomenon we
actually observe is a result of the elements of that type. Causal adequacy means that we can find
cases in the real world that proceed roughly as our ideal type says they should; in other words, our
type is not only plausible, but it also helps describe various actual social goings-on. Demonstrating
causal adequacy might involve the use of historical narrative or statistical studies. In the last four
chapteré of the present work, we will employ historical narrative to show the causal adequacy of
Oakeshott’s ideal types, while Chapter IlI will defend his types explanatory adequacy against
various critics.

This approach is worth noting for several reasons. First of all, whatever originality this
thesis can boast of consists not in any claim to historical discoveries but, rather, in its consideration
of the relevance of the historical conclusions of others as they apply to the particular theoretical
issues raised by Oakeshott and his critics concerning rationalism in politics. As such, while we will
cite primary sources insofar as they bear on our topic, we will largely rely on the work of modern
historians, specializing in the periods in question, to provide us with our evidence. Surely we, as
political theorists, are entitled to employ those findings as our ‘given data’, much as chemists
cannot help but rely on the state-of-the-art theory available in molecular physics as a basis for their

own work.
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The second noteworthy aspect of our rummaging through history in search of episodes that
more or less exemplify the specific ideal types having a hold on our attention is that Oakeshott
himself, in his work on the philosophy of history, devoted some attention to this method of
historical enquiry, and, while not dismissing it as without merit, regarded it as a means of
comprehending past events that intrinsically fell short of acknowledging their historical character.
The essential character of ‘an historical past’, as he understood it, was that it ‘may be regarded as a
passage of historical change’ (1999: 121). However, in any attempt to understand past events by
viewing them as instances of ideal types, which are posited as capturing some essential, more
general pattern those events have in common with other historical goings-on, the primacy of
change in a fully historical explanation necessarily will be suppressed. The construction and
employment of such an abstract type inherently focuses the attention of the theorist wielding it
upon an unchanging constellation of properties perceived to be present in each exemplar of the
type, consequentially marginalizing the significance of the unique and contingent events that led up
to any specific historical happening and the particularities by which each instance of the type differs

from the idealization:
[The ideal-type historian] purports to be anatomizing a bygone present situational identity in terms
of its constituent occurrences. No doubt he recognizes himself to be concerned with a passage of
time which contains genuine change; but his enquiry, centred upon the articulation of a situational
}'dentity, cannot properly accommodate this recognition... an engagement to anatomize an
historical situation, in specifying its duration, recognizes it as an emergence and admits its
evanescence; but the enquiry is not concerned to abate the mystery of its appearance upon the
scene, to investigate the mediation of its appearance or to trace the vicissitudes of its evanescence.
It is concerned only with correctly inferring an intelligible structure composed of notionally

contemporaneous mutually related constituent occurrences. (1999: 65-66)

Oakeshott concluded that
... although [history understood by means of ideal types] has been called the most sophisticated

understanding of the past, it is, I think, an unstable level of historical understanding. It recognizes
(or half-recognizes) what it cannot itself accommodate, and it cannot defend itself against being
superseded by what is a genuine competitor, critical of it in its own terms, and thus capable of

superseding it. (1999: 65)

Which is, namely, a past made up ‘of historical events and conjunctions of historical events’

(1999: 67-68).
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Oakeshott’s critique of ‘ideal-type history’ raises the question of why, on those occasions
when he himself engaged in historical exposition, his analysis typically was at the level of ideal
typification, the very approach that his philosophy of history deemed to have an intrinsically
superior rival. I have no novel explanation to offer for this apparent discrepancy between theory
and practice, but only the rather obvious one, which is that Oakeshott always launched his
excursions into history with the aim of finding support and illustrations for his theoretical journeys,
and thus he did not see fit to linger over the details of the scenery during such side trips, instead
hurrying to resume his progress towards his ultimate destination as soon as he had collected such
provisions as he needed from those secondary ports of call. As McIntyre (2004: 118) put it,
‘Oakeshott’s self-described historical essays are neither exclusively nor primarily historical, but
consist of the construction of ideal types or characters...” designed to illuminate the past from the
point of view of practice. Much the same can be said of this present work. It is not an historical
enquiry proper, but an evidentially based examination of the efficacy of the concept of ‘rationalism
in politics’, aimed at advancing our understanding of the concept of rationalism in politics. As
Weber wrote, introducing a work of his own with a similar character:

This point of view. .. is, further, by no means the only possible one from which the historical

phenomena we are investigating can be analysed. Other standpoints would, for this as for every

historical phenomenon, yield other characteristics as the essential ones. (1992: 14)

However, despite how far our explorations fall short of representing a comprehensive,
empirical examination of Oakeshott’s claims, I believe that they are not thus rendered without
interest. If, for instance, we should discover that his thesis does not help us to comprehend the
history of the very instances, namely, the Roman and American republics, that Oakeshott himself
offered as prominent examples of polities closely approximating his ideal types of pragmatic and
rationalist politics, respectively, then that alone would present us with a good reason to question its
more widespread applicability. On the other hand, should a closer look at these cases prove to
support Oakeshott’s analysis, it would demonstrate that, at least on occasion, his schema can be an
aid to comprehending the real world, and that, contrary to those of his critics who argue that he has
entirely misrepresented the nature of political reality—for instance, Eccleshall, who, as we will
see, claims, contra Oakeshott, that all politics is intrinsically ideological politics—that there are at
least some exami)les concerning which he has largely got it right. Peter Winch, who mostly agrees

with Oakeshott’s understanding of history, discusses ideal-type history, and asks what its use is. He
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answers that it ‘may be helpful in calling one’s attention to features of historical situations which
one might otherwise have overlooked and in suggesting useful analogies’ (1990: 126-127).
And this work aims only to achieve such modest goals.
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1. Politics as the Crow Flies

Much of the present work will consist in examining how the historical development of two
particular polities, one of which (Rome) Oakeshott offered as an exemplar of pragmatic politics,
and the other of which (America) he presented as an exemplar of rationalist politics, can help us to
understand better Oakeshott’s political theorizing. However, in order to lay the groundwork for
our empirical comparison, it will be useful to explore in more depth just what it is that Oakeshott
meant by ‘rationalism in politics’, as well as the character of the alternative style of politics—that
style which, although it never earned his unambiguous endorsement, he clearly considered to be, if
not more satisfactory, then at least more in need of emphasis in our present circumstances than is
its conceptual rival. In addition, in this chapter we will survey a contemporary example of

rationalism in politics, to illustrate the continuing relevance of Oakeshott’s work.

Was Oakeshott’s Critique Merely an Apology for Conservatism?

It is worth noting, as a prelude to an exegesis of Oakeshott’s critique of rationalism, primarily
because this point often has been misunderstood or denied, that his critique was not composed with
the aim of advancing or hindering the programme of any particular ideology or party. As McIntyre
wrote:

-Oakeshott’s philosophy of political activity cannot be reduced to a branch of conservatism,

liberalism, or postmodernism... [it] is a challenge. .. to all of the currently dominant schools of

political theory and political practice. It questions their presuppositions and exposes as ambiguous,

arbitrary, or confused all of the supposed certainties which they take for granted. (2004: 4)

Oakeshott quite explicitly stated his conviction that rationalism is a primary ingredient in all
of the major brands of modern politics, having ‘come to colour the ideas, not merely of one, but of
all political persuasions, and to flow over every party line’ (1991 [1962]: 5).° Nevertheless, despite
Oakeshott’s declaration that his target is not any specific segment of the current ideological
k spectrum, but rather a (mistaken) understanding of how best to justify or arrive at one’s own,
preferred policy programme that is shared by all currently popular political postures, his thesis

frequently has been dismissed as a partisan apology for the status quo, one that serves the interests

? Indeed, despite his reputation as a conservative, Oakeshott at one point praises philosophy as
being ‘radically subversive’! (See Oakeshott 1993a: 141) And I am aware of at least one radical
environmentalist’s invocation of Oakeshott as an ally; see Bowers (2005).
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of the existent ruling class.” That those thus pigeonholing Oakeshott misapprehend him is
evidenced by his criticism of a political theorist who might seem to be his natural ally, F.A. Hayek.
Oakeshott accuses Hayek of responding to proposals for reordering and improving society
according to a ‘rational’ plan, which Hayek’s targets were advancing—proposals that Hayek saw as
both unworkable and destructive of the existing order—with a rationalist system of his own
designed to thwart their rationalist schemes: ‘This is, perhaps, the main significance of Hayek’s
Road to Serfdom—not the cogency of his doctrine, but the fact that it is a doctrine. A plan to resist
all planning may be better than its opposite, but it belongs to the same style of politics’ (1991
[1962]: 26). Although he is often seen as a fierce opponent of the ‘substantive’ activities of modern
government, such as health and welfare services, at one point he explicitly declares, ‘I am firmly
convinced that if one of the two pre-eminent positions on the role of government [as regulatory or
substantive] were to take over completely... we would find ourselves in a worse situation both
practically and intellectually speaking’ (2008: 105).° To the extent he truthfully could be seen as an
‘advocate’ of the regulatory role, it was because he thought that the current political debate had
forgotten its virtues.

It is no doubt true that Oakeshott, as the citizen of a modern state, unavoidably affected by
its activities and decrees, and as an individual with practical interests, rather than a ghostly ‘pure’
theorist, obviously had his own beliefs about the proper scope of governmental activity and
preferred some policy directions to others. Nevertheless, I suggest that he was largely successful in
separating his views on contemporary political issues from his theoretical exploration of the
essential characteristics common to all forms of rationalist politics, whatever their ideological
affliation. The malady he sought to isolate and whose symptoms he hoped to explain in
‘Rationalism in Politics’ and related works does not uniquely afflict any one party or produce an

outstanding cluster of exemplary cases in any particular portion of the ideological spectrum.

The Rationalist ‘Founders’

If Oakeshott was not, as some unsympathetic readers have contended, merely spinning a plausible

apologetics for ‘reactionary’ policies, then what was the target of his critique? We gave an overview

* A number of such criticisms of Oakeshott will be examined in the third chapter.

* And Raynor notes, ‘In fact, [Oakeshott’s] most recent writings include a sustained critique of
prevailing conservative modes of justification, especially in America’ (1985: 316).
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of his characterization of ‘the rationalist’ in the Introduction. With that preliminary description in
hand, let us begin our deeper exploration of this matter by briefly looking at the work of two
thinkers whom Oakeshott described as ‘the dominating figures in the early history of [the
rationalist] project, Bacon and Descartes...” (1991 [1962]: 18-19).

Oakeshott argued that, for Bacon, the already notable advances constituting the ‘Scientific
Revolution’, while laudable, nevertheless pointed to ‘something of supreme importance [that was]
lacking. .. a consciously formulated technique of research, an art of interpretation, a method whose
rules had been written down’ (1991 [1962]: 18). Bacon sought to remedy that lacuna; as Oakeshott
sums up his project:

The art of research which Bacon recommends has three main characteristics. First, it is a set of

rules; it is a true technique in that it can be formulated as a precise set of directions which can be

learned by heart. Secondly, it is a set of rules whose application is purely mechanical; it is a true

technique because it does not require for its use any knowledge or intelligence not given in the

technique itself... Thirdly, it is a set of rules of universal application; it is a true technique in that it

is an instrument of inquiry indifferent to the subject-matter of the inquiry. (1991 [1962]: 19-20)

An example from one of Bacon’s major works illustrates just how far rationalism held sway
over his thought. Towards the close of The New Atlantis, there is a remarkable passage in which
Bacon essentially foresees the invention of industrial agriculture, bioengineering, light shows,
sound systems, microscopy, and manned flight. Bacon then describes the ‘Father of Salomon’s
House’ kthe New Atlantean institute for science), which, for our purposes, is perhaps the most
illustrative portion of this work, since all of these futuristic wonders are achieved by a scientific
culture that is planned to a level of detail that foresees exactly how many scholars it is appropriate
to assign to a list of equally foreseen, predetermined tasks:

These are (my son) the riches of Salomon’s House.

For the several employments and offices of our fellows; we have twelve that sail into
foreign countries, under the names of other nations, (for our own we conceal); who bring us the
books, and abstracts, and patterns of experiments of all other parts. These we call Merchants of
Light.

We have three that collect the experiments which are in all books. These we call

Depredators.

We have three that collect the experiments of all mechanical arts; and also of liberal

sciences; and also of practices which are not brought into arts. These we call Mystery-men.
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We have three that try new experiments, such as themselves think good. These we call

Pioneers or Miners.

We have three that draw the experiments of the former four into titles and tables, to give

the better light for the drawing of observations and axioms out of them. These we call Compilers.

We have three that bend themselves, looking into the experiments of their fellows, and
cast about how to draw out of them things of use and practise for man's life, and knowledge as well
for works as for plain demonstration of causes, means of natural divinations, and the easy and clear

discovery of the virtues and parts of bodies. These we call Dowry-men or Benefactors.

Then after divers meetings and consults of our whole number to consider of the former
labours and collections, we have three that take care, out of them, to direct new experiments, of a

higher light, more penetrating into nature than the former. These we call Lamps.

We have three others that do execute the experiments so directed, and report them.

These we call Inoculators.

Lastly, we have three that raise the former discoveries by experiments into greater

observations, axioms, and aphorisms. These we call Interpreters of Nature. (1937: 488-489)

Oakeshott contended that Bacon’s contribution to rationalism ‘may be summed up... as
the sovereignty of technique... technique and some material for it to work upon are all that
matters’ (1991 [1962]: 20-21). Descartes, like Bacon, ‘also perceived the lack of a consciously and
precisely formulated technique of inquiry... For Descartes, no less than for Bacon, the aim is
certainti" , the achievement of which required ‘an intellectual purge’ (1991 [1962]: 21). Descartes
claimed that, this purge having been achieved, we would, not surprisingly, find everyone in a state
of absolute equality: ‘Rather, it provides evidence that the power of judging rightly and of
distinguishing the true from the false. .. is naturally equal in all men’ (1993: 1).

Descartes was cautious enough to add caveats to his programme, such as declaring, for
instance, ‘“Thus my purpose here is not to teach the method that everyone ought to follow in order
to conduct his reason correctly, but merely to show how I have tried to conduct mine’ (1993: 2).
But Descartes’s modesty here was not embraced by his epigones; as Oakeshott put it, ‘the
Rationalist character may be seen springing from the exaggeration of Bacon’s hopes and the neglect
of the scepticism of Descartes: modern Rationalism is what commonplace minds made out of the
inspiration of men of discrimination and genius’ (1991 [1962]: 22).

For Descartes, tradition is purely a barrier to the exercise of reason, with no intrinsic

value:
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I learned not to believe too firmly in what only custom and example had persuaded me to accept as
true; and, in this way, I freed myself, little by little, from many of those errors which obscure the

natural light of the mind, and make us less capable of listening to reason. (1960: 43)

Descartes attempts to justify his rejection of any guidance from tradition with analogies:
Thus we see how a building, the construction of which has been undertaken and completed by a
single architect, is usually superior in beauty and regularity to those that many have tried to restore
by making use of old walls which had been built for other purposes. So, too, those old places
which, beginning as villages, have developed in the course of time into great towns, are generally so
ill-proportioned in comparison with those an engineer can design-at will in an orderly fashion that,
even though the buildings taken severally often display as much art as in other places, or even
more, yet the disorder is such with a large house here and a small one there, and the streets all
tortuous and uneven, that the whole place seems to be the product of chance rather than the design
of men who use their reason... Or, to take a purely human instance, I believe that Sparta flourished
so well, not because of the excellence of its laws taken one by one, for some were extremely
strange and even morally repugnant, but because, being all the invention of one man, they all

tended towards the same end. (1960: 44-45)

The confusion to which Descartes falls prey here should be apparent: the fact that buildings
designed by a single architect exhibit a pleasing unity lacking in ‘design by committee’ says nothing
about Descartes’s aim of rejecting all tradition in constructing his philosophical system. A more
accurate analogy to Descartes’s project would be the case of a novice architect who claimed that,
because his mind was empty of all the wisdom accumulated by the experience of hundreds of
generations of architects, he was in a better position to construct a sound building than his rivals
who were ‘encumbered’ by all of that tradition.

When Descartes turns his attention to social theory, we find him again being much better
than his epigones:

That is why I could in no way approve those cloudy and unquiet spirits who, being called neither by

birth nor fortune to the handling of public affairs, are forever reforming the State in imagination;

and, if I thought that there was the least thing in what I have written to bring me under suspicion of

such folly, I should deeply regret its publication. (1960: 47)

But v‘;'hile Descartes was loath to extend his rationalist techniques to attempting to plan an
entire social order, his descendants would not share his scruples.

Descartes stated his “first rule’ of his method as follows:

The first rule was to accept as true nothing that I did not know to be evidently so: that is to say, to

avoid carefully precipitancy and prejudice, and to apply my judgements [sic] to nothing but that
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which showed itself so clearly and distinctly to my mind that I should never have occasion to doubt

it. (1960: 50)

But Descartes fails to realize that what is ‘clear and distinct’ to someone inhabiting one
tradition of thought may appear as obvious nonsense to someone reared in a different tradition.®
For instance, the advantage of choosing moderation in his personal conduct appears clear to him:
‘Again, among several generally approved opinions, I always chose the more moderate ones, as
being the easier to put into practice and the more likely to be the better ones, since all excess is
usually bad’ (1960: 54). But if he had not been reared in a tradition steeped in Aristotle, how clear

would this have been? Descartes extends his principle from metaphysics to physics:
I also showed what the laws of nature were; and, without basing my argument on anything but the
infinite perfections of God, I endeavoured to prove all those laws of which there could be any
doubt, and to show that they were such that, even if God had created many worlds, there could not
be one in which the same laws were not observed. (1960: 69-70)
Of course, today, most of the ‘laws’ that Descartes thought could not have been otherwise,

such as his laws of motion, are known to be false. Later rationalists would commit similar errors on

the level of society-wide planning; unfortunately, as Oakeshott noted:

[Plolitics is a field of activity peculiarly subject to the lure of this ‘rational’ ideal. If you start being
merely ‘intelligent’ about a boiler or an electrical generator you are likely to pulled up short by an
explosion; but in politics all that happens is war and chaos, which you do not immediately connect

with your error. (1991 [1962]: 113-114)

A Further Examination of the Rationalist Character

With the above examples of rationalist thought in hand, let us explore Oakeshott’s critique more
deeply. As he saw it, perhaps the most salient feature of the rationalist approach is the faith that
every essential aspect of any human practice can be conveyed adequately by means of a ‘guidebook’
comprising explicitly stated rules, formalized technical procedures, and general, abstract principles.
Such a belief implies that internalizing the ‘correct’ theoretical model of some subject is all that is
required to achieve successful performances in that domain; indeed, it implies that in attending to
any features of a practice, such as experienced participants’ rules of thumb or tacit understandings
about how to proceed, any features other than the theoretical principles that purportedly capture

the essence of the activity in question, merely erect superstitious barriers thwarting the rational

¢ See Maclntyre (1988) for an extended demonstration of this point.
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reformation of performances of that activity. What is necessary to be ‘rational’ is to approach any
activity with a tabula rasa upon which the correct technique for that activity can be cleanly
inscribed; as Oakeshott put it, in this view, rational conduct involves ‘a certain emptying of the
mind, a conscious effort to get rid of preconceptions’ (1991 [1962]: 101).

Quite to the contrary of that understanding of the relationship between technical guidelines
and tacit knowledge, Oakeshott argues that the rationalist, in awarding theory primacy over
practice, has gotten things exactly backwards. Theoretical understanding, he contends, is always a
by-product of practical know-how, and never its progenitor. In fact, he sees the parasitical
dependence of theory upon practice as being so unavoidable that not only is the rationalist incapable
of successful performances guided solely by a theoretical model of the activity to be performed, he
is not even able to stick to his purported guidelines while performing the activity poorly; instead,
he inevitably will fall back on some familiar but unacknowledged existing practice in trying to
realize his abstract schema.’

Oakeshott’s contention, that the rationalist ideal of conduct guided entirely by explicitly
adopted and provably justified ‘principles’ is absurd because it is impossible to achieve, is a close
kin of Wittgenstein’s insight that every attempt to follow correctly a set of formalized rules
necessarily is grounded upon informal customs and practices that determine what it means to follow
arule ‘correctly’—the formal rules cannot also embody their own ‘correct’ interpretation because
any effort to incorporate that interpretation into the first-level rules would create a set of ‘meta-
rules’, themselves requiring meta-meta-rules to guide the interpretation of the meta-rules, and so

on, in an infinite regress.8 As Maclntyre put this point:
What can never be done is to reduce what has had to be learned in order to excel at such a type of
[concrete] activity to the application of rules. There will of course at any particular stage in the
historical development of such a form of activity be a stock of maxims which are used to
characterize what is taken at that stage to be the best practice so far. But knowing how to apply
these maxims is itself a capacity which cannot be specified by further rules, and the greatest
achievements in each area at each stage always exhibit a freedom to violate the present established

maxims, so that achievement proceeds both by rule-keeping and by rule-breaking. And there are

” There are important relations between Oakeshott’s views on theory and practice and Aristotle’s,
which will be discussed in the next chapter, after we have looked at On Human Conduct. And that will lead us
on to Onora O’Neill as well.

® See Wittgenstein (1994: 86-107).
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never any rules to prescribe when it is the one rather than the other that we must do if we are to
pursue excellence. (1988: 31)
A number of notable practitioners of some science or craft have also noted the primacy of
practice over theory. For instance, the chemist Michael Polanyi, commenting on the importance of

tacit knowledge in the successful practice of any science, wrote:
Again, while the articulate contents of science’ are successfully taught all over the world in hundreds of
new universities, the unspecifiable art of scientific research has not yet penetrated to many of
these... Without the opportunity offered to young scientists to serve an apprenticeship in Europe,
and without the migration of European scientists to the new countries, research centres overseas
could hardly ever have made much headway. (1962: 53)

Similarly, the stone artist Dan Snow wrote, ‘How the stone is readied, or “banked”, for
shaping, the degree of force, and the number and placement of blows are all variables in a process
that only experience teaches’ (2001: 63). Oliver Sacks discusses how the loss of access to tacit
knowledge can leave post-encephalitic patients literally unable to move (1990: 63). Or consider
Temple Grandin, the leading designer of animal processing facilities in the United States, who
attributes her success to being ‘detail-oriented’, and claims that most people cannot see the
problems she sees because they are too ‘abstractified’ (2005: 26-27).

And even in a field dealing largely with algorithms, there are no algorithms guaranteeing

successful performances! As software engineer Jon Bentley wrote:
Good programmers are a little bit lazy: they sit back and wait for an insight rather than rushing
forward with their first idea. That must, of course, be balanced with the initiative to code at the
proper time. The real skill, though, is knowing the proper time. That judgment comes only with
the experience of solving problems and reflecting on their solutions. (1986: 17)

If thinkers like Oakeshott, the later Hayekw, Wittgenstein, Polanyi, and MacIntyre are
correct in this regard, then the most important aspects of an accomplished practitioner’s skill in any
craft cannot be conveyed to a neophyte through explicit, technical instructions, but instead must be
learned tacitly, during a period of intimate apprenticeship. All compilations of the formal rules

purported to underlie successful engagements in an activity must merely present an abstract

® In this work, all emphases in quotes are in the original unless otherwise noted.

% See, for instance, Hayek (1973: 5): ‘[Clertain widely held scientific as well as political views are
dependent on a particular conception of the formation of social institutions, which I shall call “constructivist
rationalism”—a conception which assumes that all social institutions are, and ought to be, a product of

deliberate design.’
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abridgement of the concrete and formally unspecifiable knowledge possessed by the true master,
who may offer such an explicit set of precepts as a rough, surface map of his deep sea of experience-
born proficiency, useful so that the beginner does not feel hopelessly lost when first venturing into
those waters, or perhaps justified as navigation buoys indicating a general direction in which the
beginner can steer her studies. But, however useful such a chart may be for gaining some initial
orientation as to the outlines of the body of water one has set out to explore, it is no substitute for
an intimate, personal knowledge of its currents, reefs, tides, and other idiosyncrasies.

It is worth digressing for a moment to remark on the curiosity that Oakeshott himself, in his
very construction of his ideal type of the rationalist, is engaged in an enterprise of abstraction in
some ways similar to those comprising the rationalism he aims to rebuke. At first glance, that
observation might appear to have uncovered a telling inconsistency in his critique: how can it be
sound if its formulation relies on the very sort of schematization of reality that it criticizes?
However, I suggest that objection is not as forceful as it initially seems to be, for Oakeshott never
proposed that he was describing anything other than an abstraction, or that the rationalist character
ever is realized in the world in a pristine form—indeed, as noted above, he held that it was not
even possible to realize fully the rationalist ideal. Rather, Oakeshott is drawing our attention to, by
theoretically isolating, an aspect of post-Enlightenment thought that he sees as pervasive, highly
significant, and largely unprecedented. (On the last point, he does not suggest that modern
rationalism miraculously emerged without antecedent from a vacuum; he wrote that ‘[n]o doubt its
surface reflects the light of rationalisms of a distant past’ but, nevertheless, ‘in its depths there is a
quality exclusively its own’ (1991 [1962]: 5).

Oakeshott himself described the use of such ideal types in political theory as follows:

At first sight it might appear that, so far from representing political activity (actual or imaginary),
doctrines of this kind are nothing but misrepresentations of the experience from which they spring.
But this, I think, is not all there is to be said of them. It is true that, in a doctrine of this kind,
political activity appears in a greatly abridged and simplified form... Nevertheless, a doctrine of this
kind has an explanatory value, which springs precisely from its being a reductio ad absurdum of a
political experience. By representing as actual what is, in experience, only potential, by reducing
individuals to types, by simplifying the outline and approximating the details to one another... a
political doctrine may reveal the nature of a political experience in the same way as the over-
emphasis of caricature reveals the potentialities of a face and a parody the potentialities of a style.

(1993a: 148)
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Therefore, the critique of Oakeshott as contradicting his own thesis even by stating it loses
its force. But to return to our analysis of the ideal type itself, the rationalist who is applying his
method to, say, cooking, is oblivious to the years that the skilled chef has spent establishing intimate
relationships with his ingredients and tools, and tries to get by in the kitchen solely with what he
can glean from a cookbook. As a result, he botches most of the dishes he attempts. However,
Oakeshott suggested, his repeated failures typically do not lead him to suspect that his fundamental
method of proceeding might be faulty. Instead, each disappointment only spurs the rationalist to
search for a new, improved, and even more ‘rational’ book of recipes. Despite that modus operandi
being no more workable in political activity than it is in cooking, Oakeshott contends that it is in

the arena of contemporary politics where rationalist ideas have had their greatest impact:

But what, at first sight, is remarkable, is that politics should have been earlier and more fully

engulfed by the tidal wave [of rationalism] than any other human activity. The hold of Rationalism

upon most departments of life has varied in its firmness during the last four centuries but in politics

it has steadily increased and is stronger now than at any earlier time. (1991 [1962]: 25)

Here arises another bone of contention: The place of pre-eminence that Oakeshott assigns to

rationalist influence in modern political life may appear to be at odds with his assertion that the
rationalist can never actually realize his full programme, but will always, in fact, wind up acting

more or less along lines indicated by some tradition. Moreover, as Franco noted:
The epistemological aspect of Oakeshott’s critique of rationalist politics has puzzled many
commentators. If, in the end, all politics are necessarily traditionalist, if ideological politics are
simply impossible, there would seem to be no reason for preferring one style of politics to another;
rationalist politics, although theoretically naive, would seem to pose no great danger and therefore
not need to be criticized. (2004: 93)

However, Oakeshott’s assertion that the rationalist never really can proceed according to her
avowed principles does not mean that her attempt to adhere to them will be inconsequential, but
only that it will not succeed. An analogy may be helpful here: A person undertaking an effort to fly
by vigorously flapping his arms whenever he walks surely will fail to reach his end, but, in the
endeavour, he will succeed in making his perambulations much more tiring, awkward, and
comical. As Collingwood wrote, ‘A person may think he is a poached egg; that will not make him
one: but it will affect his conduct, and for the worse’ (1924: 206). That is the point Franco was

making in noting that ‘an erroneous theory can have pernicious practical consequences’ (2004: 93).
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Since the pronouncements of the rationalist disparage current practices, customs, and morals,''
insofar as they do not follow from his rational deliberations about how his society ought to be
ordered, they will erode the spontaneous ease of the communal life that those traditions nourished,
while offering in its stead only the artificial routines and regulations of a ‘rational’ bureaucracy, or
worse. Oakeshott offered this example: ‘First, we do our best to destroy parental authority
(because of its alleged abuse), then we sentimentally deplore scarcity of “good homes”, and we end
by creating substitutes which complete the work of destruction’ (1991 [1962]: 41). Traditional
ways are undermined further by the rationalist fantasy that social perfection is a realistic goal, so
that any practice promoting social order, however workable it might have proved in the past, will
be condemned as an atavistic relic standing in the path of progress for failing to have brought about
utopia.

It does not follow, from Oakeshott’s view of the rationalist project as ruinously misguided,
that all traditional practices are sacrosanct, or even that they all are laudable. Traditions are like
living organisms: both can suffer illnesses and other disabilities; both ought to and usually do learn
and adapt in response to their external circumstances and internal tensions; or, failing to do so,
both soon cease to exist. But those adaptations, if they are to successfully meet the challenges
presented by novel situations, must not promote the deterioration of the very organic order they
purport to be serving. An appreciation for such evolutionary adaptation does not entail denying that
intellectual criticism of the present social order has a genuine and vital role to play in that process.
The political theorist can serve to diagnose and treat ills in his polity much as a physician does with
those ills he detects in his patients. But, as Oakeshott noted, ‘to cure is not to transform, it is not to
turn the patient into a different sort of being; it is to restore to him such health as he is naturally
capable of enjoying’ (2006: 114). Because the rationalist physician attempts to transform rather
than merely heal his charge, his treatments are likely to do far more harm than good.

Unfortunately, the ‘rationalist chef’s’ counterpart in social reform similarly is inclined to

interpret the social maladies produced by his projects not as evidencing any problem with his

1 Hayek quotes a marvelous example of this attitude being voiced by Keynes: ‘We entirely
repudiated a personal liability on us to obey general rules. We claimed the right to judge every individual
case on its merits, and the wisdom, experience, and self-control to do so successfully. This was a very
important part of our faith, violently and aggressively held, and for the outer world it was our most obvious
and dangerous characteristic. We repudiated entirely customary morals, conventions, and traditional
wisdom’ (1973: 26).
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modus operandi but, quite to the contrary, as signalling the need for an even more energetic and
thorough implementation of rationalist social engineering. The engineering metaphor itself
encourages the planners to regard the rest of the citizenry as parts of a machine, cogs to be
readjusted and rearranged as called for by each new blueprint, each drawn up to fix the problems
generated by its predecessor. Since most people are disinclined to acquiesce to a life in which they
are constrained to behave as an externally controlled mechanical device, the breakdown of each

new, rationalist design for society is made even more probable.

An Example of Rationalism in a Modern, Liberal Democracy

As brought up in the Introduction, even a reader sympathetic to Oakeshott’s case against
rationalism in politics may suspect that it applies mostly to the extremes of social engineering seen
during the middle decades of the twentieth century, such as were found in Mao’s China, Stalin’s
Soviet Union, or Hitler’s Germany, and, as such, is no longer particularly relevant. Therefore, I
believe it will be useful to briefly examine a real-world example of the sorry effects of the
rationalist mentality in a liberal democracy, drawn from the works of the famed analyst of urban
life, Jane Jacobs. Her detailed analysis of healthy urban neighborhoods is based on her close
observation of them, not on armchair theorizing.

Uplike Jacobs, mid-twentieth-century urban planners, possessed by the rationalist mindset,
looked at city tenements and saw only un-designed chaos. Jacobs explicitly recognized the
rationalist mindset of those she criticized: ‘[T}he practitioners and teachers of this discipline (if such
it can be called) have ignored the study of success and failure in real life, have been incurious about
the reasons for unexpected success, and are guided instead by principles derived from the behavior
and appearance of towns, suburbs, tuberculosis sanatoria, fairs, and imaginary dream cities—from
anything but cities themselves’ (1992: 6). (Jacobs also saw that the rationalist planner, despite his
pretension of working only from first principles, in reality, as Oakeshott contended, unconsciously
draws upon some tradition or other in devising his schemes. Jacobs’s point here is that these
planners turned to inappropriate traditions, since they refused to admit that they were working from
a tradition at all.) As the planners saw things, the residents of tenement neighborhoods were
subjected to the noisy activities of industry and commerce, disturbing their peace. Their children,
living in densely built-up districts, were forced to play on the sidewalks! What these people lacked

was fresh air, sunshine, green spaces, and quiet. (The planners inadvertently tried to create a
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likeness of their own wealthy, suburban lives in the context of poor neighborhoods, completely
ignoring the differences that made suburban life workable, such as greater wealth, ubiquitous
ownership of automobiles, lower population densities, more homogeneous populations, the
relative absence of strangers passing through the neighborhood, and so on.)

Therefore, these planners claimed, the ‘obvious’ solution to the discomforts of ghetto life
was to tear down these ‘slums’ en masse, and in their place erect purely residential complexes,
consisting of high rises separated by wide swaths of grass and trees—in other words, the giant
American housing projects of the 1950s and ’60s. As Jacobs noted, the rationalist planners, blind to
the concrete reality of tenement life, failed to realize that the mix of businesses and residences
increased the safety of the residents by providing ‘eyes on the street’—the neighborhood
shopkeeper, who knew all the residents, was out sweeping his sidewalk early in the morning; the
workers going to and from their jobs meant a steady stream of pedestrians; and even the
neighborhood bar meant that the streets were not deserted until the wee hours of the morning.
Parents transporting their children to and from school would appear on the street. Mothers with
preschool children would head to the parks, workers would come out to eat lunch in them, and
shoppers would come and go from area stores. The children playing on the sidewalks could easily
be monitored by all of these people, many of whom knew them, as well as their parents, leaning
out the second story window to shout, ‘Johnny, cut that nonsense out!’

By contrast, the new, ‘rational’ housing projects were empty of life around the buildings for
most of the day. The basketball courts and the lovely green parks were unsupervised because there
was no one around. The mother, now living up in her thirtieth-floor, modern apartment, was
completely unable to watch over her children’s play if she let them go down to those ‘recreational’
spaces. Here again, in the design of these high-rise buildings, the planners could not actually act as
good rationalists and shed all tradition; instead, they ‘designed in an imitation of upper-class
standards for apartment living...” while ignoring the fact that the residents lacked ‘upper-class cash
for doormen and elevator men’, the paid security men who made the upper-class apartment
building safe (Jacobs 1992: 42). As a result, the corridors and stairwells of these buildings became
like unwatched and deserted streets, meaning that they were lawless and dangerous places. That
danger isolated law-abiding residents even more, so that parents concerned for their children’s
safety and character refused to allow them to go out of their apartment except when absolutely

necessary, meaning that they received no benefit at all from the pleasant green spaces that the
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planners had thought would be their salvation. Discussing a single street in East Harlem, with a
‘modern, rational’” public housing project on one side and ‘chaotic’ tenement life on the other,
Jacobs wrote: ‘On the old-city side, which was full of public places and the sidewalk loitering so
deplored by Utopian minders of other people’s leisure, the children were being kept well in hand.
On the project side of the street across the way, the children, who had a fire hydrant open beside
their play area, were behaving destructively...” (1992: 57). The result is well-known: the
community ties of the bulldozed tenements were shattered, the spaces around the high rises became
the domain of drug dealers and muggers, and the rationally designed inner cities of the late *60s
exploded with crime and waves of riots. This outcome, while not planned, was very much the
unintended outcome of deliberate, rationalist planning:

There is nothing economically or socially inevitable about either the decay of old cities or the fresh-

minted decadence of the new unurban urbanization. On the contrary, no other aspect of our

economy and society has been more purposefully manipulated for a full quarter of a century.

(Jacobs, 1992: 7)

The effects of rationalism in the nations of Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, Pol Pot’s
Cambodia, and Communist China, to cite a few prominent examples, were even more extreme, of
course, leading to the deaths of millions upon millions of people in the twentieth century. But I
offer the above example from Jacobs because I think it is important to see the relevance of
Oakeshott’s work in a more familiar and less obviously rationalist setting.

Jacobs’ work is also relevant as an illustration of the fact that rejecting rationalism is not
equivalent to defending entrenched privilege, opposing all ‘progressive programmes’, or being a
political reactionary. Jacobs is in favour of planning done with the real needs of real cities in mind;
for instance, she argues that lot usages ‘too big’ for a neighborhood, such as a huge department
store dominating a block in an area otherwise devoted to a mix of residences, small shops, and light
industries, should be banned. Neither is she against all social programmes aimed at helping the
poor. Instead, she is arguing that programmes that ignore the factors that actually make the life of
the urban poor workable, and instead destroy their communities in an attempt to realize the fantasy
of turning their neighborhoods into grassy, tree-filled suburbs, do much more harm than good. And
while Jacobs held that certain planning schemes may at least assist the creation of the spontaneous
urban order she admires, she firmly rejected the idea that all that is needed is a new, improved

form of master plan: ‘[The] cultivation [of city order] cannot be institutionalized’ (1992: 56).

29



But if rationalism fails, what is the alternative?

What Is the Character of ‘Anti-Rationalist’ Politics?

In ‘Rationalism in Politics’, Oakeshott primarily critiques the rationalist conceit, rather than
describing the contrasting approach, which he obviously holds in higher esteem, in any detail.
Nevertheless, we can glean something of its character from that essay, and can fill in our sketch
even further by considering other of his works, as we will do in the next chapter. And the attempt
to assemble such a portrait clearly is germane for any evaluation of Oakeshott’s thesis, for, however
accurate his catalogue of the shortcomings of rationalist politics, it remains senseless to reject
rationalism if it turns out to be the only game in town.

The question of how to designate the alternative to rationalism, so as to best indicate what
Oakeshott endorses here, is not answered as easily as its fundamental place in his thought might
suggest it should be. Initially, based upon a reading of ‘Rationalism in Politics’ and related essays
from around the same period of his intellectual journey, ‘traditionalism’ recommends itself as aptly
capturing the essence of ‘anti-rationalist politics’. The problem with this label is that, in later
works, Oakeshott explicitly rejects it as offering a misleading indication of what he understands to
be the approach preferable to rationalism. In an essay responding to criticism of On Human Conduct,
he states, ‘I have become much more strict with the word “practice”... and I have abandoned
“tradition” as inadequate to express what I want to express’ (1976: 364).

Given that On Human Conduct offers the first published statement of this shift in Oakeshott’s
view on this matter, it is tempting to substitute the term ‘civil association’, which constitutes one
of the main topics of that work, for ‘traditionalism’ as the best designation for the approach with
which rationalism is being contrasted. By ‘civil association’ Oakeshott means a form of relationship
between individuals in which their bonds are constituted not by attempts to satisfy substantive
desires or goals through their interactions (a condition he designates as ‘enterprise association’), but
by their mutual recognition of an obligation to heed certain precepts (often formalized as ‘laws’) in
conducting their pursuit of their individual ends, ends left unspecified by the conditions of civil
association itself. But while there certainly are important parallels between the pairs ‘rationalist
politics’/ ‘anti-rationalist politics’ and ‘enterprise association’ / ‘civil association’, the first and
second terms of the former pair do not map exactly onto those of the latter one. In particular, as I

will argue later in this work, the founders of the American republic displayed a significantly
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rationalist bent while attempting to create a polity that they intended to function much along the
lines of a civil association as depicted by Oakeshott. Therefore, while the concept of civil
association is linked to that of anti-rationalist politics, insofar as its pursuit intrinsically excludes any
effort by the state intentionally to replace the traditions, practices, mores, and customs of its
citizens with some rationally devised alternatives, that connection does not preclude the very real
possibility of the intended form of a civil association itself being planned in a rationalist spirit. (Of
course, if Oakeshott is correct, such a plan never will achieve its aim, but that does not mean that
the attempt to implement it is inconsequential.) As such, ‘civil association’ does not serve as an
adequate designation for the style of politics Oakeshott is opposing to rationalism.

What, then, should we call ‘anti-rationalist politics’, if we hope to avoid the repeated use of
such an awkward and purely negative designation? In light of the distinction Oakeshott draws in On
Human Conduct, the very work in which he first rejects his earlier use of ‘tradition’ to convey his
conception of the alternative to the rationalist style, between the conduct of practical affairs and
that of theorizing, I propose to call that alternative ‘practical politics’. This term suggests an
approach that, while not rejecting the counsel offered by rational analysis of current practice, and
thus not immune to modification through reflection, remains grounded in the concrete
circumstances and earlier experiences of the participants in a polity, and resists the temptation to
reject the ambiguities and uncertainties of the practical world by embracing some theoretical
abstraction of political life that boasts it can provide definitive resolutions, incontrovertibly justified
through their deduction from first principles, to any and all political issues. As Oakeshott describes
him, the rationalist finds ‘the intricacy of the world of time and contingency so unmanageable that
he is bewitched by the offer of a quick escape into the bogus eternity of an ideology’ (1991 [1962]:
34); the disciple of practical politics, to the contrary, does not flinch in the face of that intricacy,
accepting it as an inherent and unremediable feature of the world of practice.

So, let us adopt ‘practical politics’ as naming the style opposed to rationalism, at least until
a better suggestion is offered, and proceed to examine its character in more detail, briefly in this
section, and at greater length in our historical study of the Roman Republic, which chapters contain
the real answer to the question, ‘What is the character of practical politics,” which is ‘look and see’.
While this term is the best I have been able to come up with, it does suffer from an unfortunate
ambiguity: the ‘practical’ in ‘practical politics’ naturally enough might be thought to stand in

opposition to what is ‘impractical’, so that ‘practical politics’ would mean ‘politics restricting itself
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